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According to results of a survey published March 7 in Washington, US citizens are generally
favorable toward providing aid to Third World nations, although most say that economic problems
and poverty at home have priority over foreign aid. The survey also demonstrated a generalized
ignorance about foreign affairs. For instasnce, the majority of respondents were incapable of saying
if the US or the Soviet Union pertained to the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO). Titled
"What Americans Think: Opinions on Development," the study was sponsored by the Overseas
Development Council (a non-profit organization) and Interact, a coalition of 110 voluntary assistance
organizations.
The actual survey was carried out by the firm Strategic Information Research. The telephone
survey was based on calls to 2,427 randomly selected adults, and to 502 politically active
persons. In addition, results of group discussions in three cities, and personal interviews with
13 Congresspersons were included in the study. A total of 54% of survey respondents said they
supported foreign aid, largely for humanitarian objectives, while 39% declared opposition to such
aid.
According to study sponsors, the results indicate long-term public support for foreign aid. They
stated that while legislators commonly assume that public support for foreign aid varies alongside
general economic conditions or the incidence of foreign disasters, in reality support has remained in
virtually stable for virtually three decades. Next, 64% of the respondents agreed with the following
statement: "We need to solve our own problems of poverty in the United States before turning our
attention to other countries." "Americans are very ambivalent about aid programs," said Nancy
Belden, SIR research director. She added that while support for foreign aid is generalized it is not
very strong.
The survey also reflected the common suspicion that US aid does not reach intended beneficiaries:
85% of the respondents said they suspected the aid is diverted by bureaucrats and corrupt
government officials, among others. Belden pointed out that even those who had made private
contributions to foreign aid programs stated they were not sure where the money goes.
Although the study indicates that Americans are in agreement on the necessity of general economic
aid, they are opposed to US efforts toward alleviating Third World nations' foreign debt or trade
problems. Four out of five of the politically active respondents said the US must take care of its
own financial problems before assisting debtor nations. Two out of three agreed the US must limit
imports from Third World countries until the US trade deficit is reduced. According to SRI, trade
relations with Third World nations are perceived as a question of damage control, since many
Americans feel economically threatened by the huge trade deficit. (Basic data from UPI, 03/07/87)
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